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Children’s exposure to unhealthy food advertising contributes to childhood
obesity by influencing food preferences and purchase requests, leading
to poor dietary intake.1 For an individual, exposure to advertising on the
school commute is largely unavoidable, unlike other advertising forms such
as television, where exposure can be reduced by limiting screen time.
Advertising on public transport infrastructure is under New South Wales
(NSW) state government control and should align with broader policy
priorities to reduce childhood obesity, including creating environments that
support healthy eating.2 Previous Australian research has focused on food
marketing in the immediate area surrounding schools3 and train stations.4
This study aimed to examine the number and type of food advertisements to
which children are exposed when using public transport or walking to school
in Sydney, Australia.

Methods
A convenience sample of 21 schools (representing 23 000 students) was
selected from the 50 largest primary and secondary government schools
within the Greater Sydney City Statistical Area Level 4. The sample included
high and mid/low decile socio-economic areas and various geographic
locations: inner Sydney (<12 km from Central Station) and outer Sydney
(>12 km from Central Station).
Theoretical train, bus and walking routes were planned for a one-way trip
to each school using Google maps. Train routes included two train stations,
one nearest the school and a further one stop away, the train trip and walk/
bus to the school gate. Bus trips included waiting at a bus stop, travelling
2–3 km, alighting at the stop closest to the school and walking to the gate.
The walking route was a 600 m walk along a main road to the school gate.
This distance was reported by the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children5
as the average distance walked by children who usually walked to school.
Researchers travelled the routes and noted all visible advertisements.
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Advertisements greater than A4 size that appeared
in outdoor spaces – in train stations (vending and
billboards), and on buses, bus shelters and telephone
posts – were included, except those on shop fronts and
sandwich boards. Advertised foods were categorised as
either ‘core’ (foods recommended to meet daily nutrient
requirements), ‘discretionary’ (foods that are surplus
to daily nutrient requirements) or ‘miscellaneous’ (tea,
coffee, supplements, meal delivery apps) using criteria
adapted from previous research.3 If the advertisement
had multiple products, the foremost/largest product was
used to determine the food product category.
Data collection and coding was carried out by two
researchers in May/June 2018. Descriptive statistics were
used to assess the total number, proportion and rate of
advertisements on routes to school. One-way ANOVA
was used to compare differences in the mean rate of
advertisements by travel mode. Independent t-tests were
used to compare the frequency of advertisements by
school type, socio-economic group and location.

Table 1. Average rate of advertisements per trip (n)
Advertisement
category
Total

Train (13)

Bus (20)

Walk (20)

24.5a

14.5b

7.7

Food and beverage

9.6a,c

3.7

2.3

Discretionary food
and beverage

7.3a,c

2.7

1.7

Core food and
beverage

1.4a,d

0.4

0.1

ª Significantly more when compared with walking (p < 0.02)
b
Significantly more when compared with walking (p < 0.05)
c
Significantly more when compared with taking the bus (p < 0.02)
d
Significantly more when compared with taking the bus (p < 0.05).

Discussion
This study estimates that depending on transport mode,
children living in the Greater Sydney area were exposed
to between 1.7 and 7.3 discretionary food advertisements
per trip to school in May/June 2018. Therefore,
travelling to and from school for one year, children
would be exposed to more than 2800 discretionary
food advertisements if travelling on trains and
1000 discretionary food advertisements if travelling on
buses.
Three-quarters of food and beverage advertisements
related to discretionary foods. Only 11% promoted core
food products. These results are similar to previous
research that found 80% of food advertising at Sydney
train stations was for discretionary products whereas only
8% promoted core products.4
School routes within inner Sydney had more than
double the rate of all advertising compared with outer
Sydney, with significant differences also found across
all advertising categories including discretionary food
and drink advertising. This was expected as population
density is higher in inner Sydney, and thus, that area is
likely to be more attractive to advertisers due to its higher
potential reach. Comparable trends were found previously
in research investigating food advertising around primary
schools in Australia.3
Food marketing influences children’s diets1, and this
is likely to be true for outdoor advertising.6 Repeated
exposure to unhealthy food advertising on school trips,
especially coupled with exposure to other forms of
advertising such as on television and online, means
children are immersed in an obesogenic environment that
undermines efforts to develop healthy eating habits.1
State governments have the ability to restrict or ban
unhealthy food advertising from state-owned property
such as trains and buses to help reduce exposure
to unhealthy advertisements. In 2015, the Australian
Capital Territory Government banned discretionary food
advertising on its buses.7 In April 2019, the Queensland

Results
A total of 762 advertisements were observed across the
53 school routes sampled. Advertisements on NSW State
Government-owned infrastructure (such as on buses and
at train stations) made up 97.4% of all advertisements
observed.
Almost one-third (32%) of advertisements were for foods
or beverages and of those, 75% promoted discretionary
products. Core food and miscellaneous advertisements
contributed to 11% and 14% of total food and beverage
advertisements, respectively. Fast foods such as burgers,
chips and pizza were the most frequently advertised food
and beverage products (23%), followed by sugary drinks
(17%) and snack foods (16%). Alcohol advertisements
contributed 6% of all food and beverage advertisements.
On average, there were significantly more
advertisements per trip for discretionary foods on train
routes compared with bus and walking routes (Table 1).
Across all transport routes, trips within inner Sydney
had significantly higher rates of discretionary food
advertisements than trips in outer Sydney (4.8 vs. 2.1,
p = 0.002), although the proportion of discretionary food
advertisements was similar (73% and 81% of total food
advertisements, respectively). There were no significant
differences in the rate of discretionary and core food
advertisements per trip between primary and secondary
schools, or across schools in high and mid/low decile
socioeconomic areas.
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Government announced that unhealthy marketing would
be phased out of outdoor advertising spaces, including
bus stops, train stations and road corridors.8 These
actions complement other strategies to reduce childhood
obesity statistics.
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